INTRODUCTION
Since the description of Coluber cypriensis Schätti, 1985 , the systematically difficult racer taxon Coluber auct. underwent drastic taxonomic changes. Coluber Linnaeus, 1758 is a purely Nearctic genus. Old World racers and whip snakes formerly parading under Coluber auct. (e.g., Schätti & Wilson, 1986 ) belong to at least four different genera, viz., Hemerophis Schätti & Utiger, Hemorrhois Boie, Hierophis Fitzinger, and Platyceps Blyth (Schätti, , 1987 Schätti & Utiger, 2001 ).
In an unpublished thesis, Schätti (1988) briefly discussed presumed phylogenetic affinities of the Cyprus racer (or whip snake), stating that the in situ hemipenis shows strong resemblance to Hierophis spp. Schätti & Sigg (1989b) (L.) and H. schmidti (Nikolskij) , the endemic H. cypriensis, and H. spinalis (Peters) from Central Asia to Korea (Schätti 1987 (Schätti , 1993 Schätti & Utiger, 2001 ).
The systematic status of Coluber gemonensis gyarosensis Mertens, 1968 from Gyaros Island (Aegean Sea, Cyclades) is controversial (see Böhme, 1993) . Schätti (1988) Schätti (1987 Schätti ( , 1988 These sequences were added to an alignment file consisting of two partially sequenced genes (COI and 12S rRNA) and a selection of 14 species from an earlier study (Schätti & Utiger, 2001 ). Where sequence information on the COI gene region was not available, characters were coded as "missing".
All phylogenetic analyses were performed with PAUP* version 4.0b 10 for Mac (Swofford, 1998 Schätti (1985) , Gruber (1989) , Osenegg (1989) , and Schätti & Sigg (1989b (Blosat, 1998) .
Virtually all specimens housed in scientific collections and many field observations are from habitats with dense bushy vegetation close to creeks and rivers. In many and basisphenoid (D, parasphenoid broken, reconstructed frogs, i.e., Rana cf. bedriagae Camerario (see Plötner et al., 2001) . Blosat (1998) observed one specimen that captured a "Lacertide", probably Lacerta laevis troodica Werner, and an incidence of ophiophagy (Natrix natrix cypriaca). The holotype regurgitated a centipede. In captivity, H. cypriensis also preys on mammals, i.e., small mice (personal observation).
Contrary to most congeneric species, Hierophis cypriensis is a placid snake that does not bite upon collecting. In one instance, the Cyprus racer was found feigning death (W. Teschner, in litt.) . Since this was observed on a road, it cannot be ruled out that a car had driven over the specimen before being encountered by the correspondent. Zoogeography and relationships Böhme & Wiedl (1994) presumed that Hierophis cypriensis had been "existing much longer on Cyprus than the rest of the herpetofauna." Arguing that "snakes are generally primarily absent from oceanic islands", these authors though that "the case of Coluber cypriensis in particular would corroborate" the assumption of a land bridge. This alludes to Haas (1952) who postulated a terrestrial connection across the Golf of Iskenderun in the Pliocene or early Quaternary (see, e.g., Schmidt, 1960; Spitzenberger, 1979) . However, there is no geological evidence for a land bridge during that period. Rather, Cyprus is isolated from the surrounding mainland since the Upper Miocene salinity crisis of the Mediterranean (Hsii, 1972) as assumed by Schätti & Sigg (1989a). Hierophis cypriensis is most similar to H. gemonensis and H. viridiflavus with respect to certain osteological features (Fig. 1) Hierophis viridiflavus (Lacépède, 1789) Coluber gemonensis gyarosensis Mertens, 1968 syn. nov. The systematic status and specific allocation of Coluber gemonensis gyarosensis Mertens, 1968 have been a matter of controversy (see Introduction). Specific status (Schätti, 1988) was accorded based on morphological differences vis-à-vis two whip snake species {Hierophis caspius, H. gemonensis) distributed in the Aegean region. Böhme (1993) considered the melanotic taxon from Gyaros to be the rarest European snake species.
Racers from Gyaros most strikingly resemble the European whip snake, Hierophis viridiflavus, in general appearance, habitus, and morphology (Schätti, 1988) .
In fact, the insular taxon cannot be distinguished from H. viridiflavus and molecular data (Fig. 4) clearly demonstrate that Coluber gemonensis gyarosensis Mertens, 1968 is a junior synonym of//, viridiflavus (Lacépède, 1789 
